








In classes at the Center for English Discussion Class (EDC) at Rikkyo University, students are 
usually required to take part in a 3/2/1 fluency-based speaking activity, in which the students are 
required to speak on a topic three times, with a shorter time limit for each turn. This activity is 
intended, through the repetition of ideas, to promote the automatization of language which can 
be drawn upon in later discussions. However, for low-level learners it can be a challenge to 
produce the necessary amount of spoken language during the initial three minute part of the 
3/2/1 for this activity to be effective. This paper describes an activity in which listeners were 
allowed to ask a limited number of questions to their partner during the three minute turn, in 
order to help them generate enough content for effective repetition in the following two turns. 
Some data is also presented showing how effective this activity was. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
In classes conducted at the Center for English Discussion Class (EDC), it is usual for the 
students to engage in a fluency activity at some point in the lesson in order to help them build 
their speaking fluency. Nation (1989) notes that “the goal of fluency-directed communication 
activities is to enable the learner to integrate previously encountered language items into an 
easily accessed, largely unconscious, language system as a result of focusing on the 
communication of messages” (p.378). The goal of carrying out fluency activities in EDC classes 
is to build the fluency of utterances among learners so that they will be able to draw upon this 
language during their discussions at later stages. 
The most commonly used activity for building fluency in EDC classes is what Maurice 
(1983) terms the “fluency workshop”, but which is more commonly known as “the 4/3/2 
technique” (Nation, 1989). In this activity, students are required to speak on a subject three times, 
each time to a different partner (or “listener”) and with a shorter time limit on each occasion. 
While both Maurice (1983; 1986; 1994) and Nation (1989) recommend time limits of four 
minutes, three minutes, and two minutes per turn, in EDC classes this is usually reduced to three 
minutes, two minutes, and one minute, in order to allow time for the other stages of the lesson to 
be fully implemented. The 4/3/2 technique is intended to help build student fluency, through 
what Gatbonton and Segalowitz (1988) argue is one of the main principles guiding the 
construction of fluency-based activities within a communicative framework; the repetition of 
ideas, leading to the automatization of utterances.  
The 4/3/2 technique (3/2/1 in the EDC context) adheres to this principle. In this activity, 
the students are required to repeat their ideas three times, allowing them to move from a focus 
on content to simply increasing the fluency with which their ideas are communicated. Nation 
(1989) notes that because the speaker has a different audience each time they speak, they will 
not be attempting to add new information in each turn in a bid to keep their partner interested, 
and so “[their] attention will be on communicating the message” (p.378). Therefore, speakers 
will be able to focus on repeating their ideas and building their fluency, leaving them with a 
store of automatized utterances to draw upon in their discussions. De Jong & Perfetti (2011) 
have lent evidential weight to this notion, finding that students who repeated their ideas in a 
4/3/2 activity maintained their fluency on posttests, much in the way that EDC students are 
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hoped to retain ideas from their 3/2/1 activity and fluently express them during their discussions. 
In sum then, the 3/2/1 activity is employed in EDC lessons to help students build their 
fluency and create a store of automatized language which can be drawn upon in their discussions, 
which take place in later stages of the lesson. However, in order for the 3/2/1 activity to be fully 
effective, students must first possess the linguistic skills and confidence to speak for three 
minutes, and generate enough content to repeat in the following two and one minute turns. In 
EDC classes, this can sometimes be problematic, as low-level students often do not have the 
required level of linguistic knowledge or confidence to speak for the initial three minutes. In this 
paper I will describe an activity which can be used to tackle this problem, and, through a 
presentation of data, show how effective this activity can be. This is an activity in which the 
“listeners” are allowed to ask three follow-up questions during the initial 3 minute talk in order 
to prompt more information from their speaking partner.  
 
CONTEXT 
In the English Discussion course at Rikkyo University students are divided into four levels based 
on their English proficiency. Students are assigned to each level according to the scores they 
achieved on the TOEIC test taken after being accepted into the university. Learners displaying 
high levels of English proficiency are placed in level 1 classes, with increasingly lower TOEIC 
scores resulting in students being placed in levels 2, 3, and 4, numbered according to descending 
levels of proficiency. Students in level 4 have, in nearly all cases, the lowest level of English 
proficiency of each of the groups, although the proficiency in level 4 classes is perhaps the most 
variable – ranging from those with relatively good communicative skills to those who have very 
little linguistic knowledge, understanding, or skill. Students in less competent level 3 groups 
may have also similar problems. For students in these categories, it can be difficult to speak for 
the full three minutes during the first part of the 3/2/1 activity, and as such these learners may 
fail to generate a suitable amount of content to repeat in the following turns. Because of this, 
students will not be able to adequately automatize their ideas, and there will be little in terms of 
pre-existing content or structures available for them to draw on in their discussions. 
The activity described here is intended to help low level learners generate content and 
ideas during the first part of the 3/2/1 activity. Ideally, this activity should be carried out at the 
beginning of the lesson, because this will give the students the chance to develop their ideas and 
content in preparation for discussions occurring later in the class. 
 
MATERIALS 
In order to carry out this activity successfully, the teacher needs to prepare a number of fluency 
questions. These are questions that the students will answer during their speaking turns, and 
which will prompt them to generate content. In each lesson in the EDC textbook, two questions 
are provided which the teacher may write on the board or use to prompt the students in some 
other way. With low-level classes, the students may need to have the questions simplified in 
order to aid comprehension and reduce time spent on concept and information checking in the 
class. 
 Aside from these questions, this activity does not require any additional materials, 
although it does require a small amount of set up. This will only be the case for the first few 
times the lesson is taught, however, as the students will soon become acclimatized to the routine 
of the activity. 
 




In this section, the procedure for conducting this activity will be described. It should be stressed 
again at this point that this activity should only be used with learners who are of a relatively low 
level of proficiency, and are struggling to generate content in the first 3 minute turn of the 3/2/1 
activity. Using this activity with higher-level learners would be largely redundant and may well 
contribute to a lack of effort on the part of the students. The activity will be described in five 
steps, with some rationale given when necessary. 
 
Step 1: Set up the 3/2/1 activity with the students as usual, dividing the class into two and 
designating half of the students as “speakers” and half of the students as “listeners”. The 
students should then stand in two lines facing each other. 
 
Step 2: Draw the students’ attention to the questions on the board (or in whatever way you 
choose to present them). Check that all the students understand the questions, and then explain to 
the students who will be speaking first that they must answer the two questions on the board, and 
talk about them for three minutes. 
 
Step 3: Tell the students who will be listening to hold up three fingers on one of their hands. 
Explain that while their partner is speaking they are allowed to ask three follow-up questions, 
and that each time they ask a question they should put down one of their fingers. When all of 
their fingers are down they may not ask any more questions. Explain that they are not allowed to 
interrupt their partner, and should only ask a question if their partner is having difficulty thinking 
of more to say. Also stress that they do not have to use all three of their available questions (see 
example instructions in APPENDIX A). The number of questions should be limited to three in 
order to stop the talk turning into a conversation. 
 
Step 4: When the first three minute turn has finished, ask the students to change partners and 
repeat their information for two minutes. This time, stress that the listeners should not ask any 
questions, and should only listen and react to their partner. If listeners try to ask questions during 
this period, either step in and remind them not to, or point this out at the end of the turn. Repeat 
this procedure for the final one minute turn. 
 
Step 5: Change the listeners and speakers around, and repeat steps one to five described above 
with the new speakers and listeners. 
 
DATA COLLECTION 
To assess the effectiveness of this activity, some data was collected from two discussion groups; 
one which was engaged in the activity (GROUP A), and one which was not (GROUP B). The 
groups were selected on the basis that the students were at roughly the same level of ability (both 
were low-proficiency level 3 groups) and confidence, and that therefore any differences in 
performance could more likely be put down to the single variable of the activity. This decision 
was made after the first three weeks of the course, so that the judgment over the similarity of the 
groups could be made with a level of confidence backed by observations of student behaviour. 
The students in the two groups chosen performed similarly and consistently in the 3/2/1 activity 
in the first three weeks of the course, and so it was felt that they would be appropriate groups to 
use as a trial and as a control.  
The purpose of this activity was to help the students to fill the first three minute speaking 
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turn of the 3/2/1 activity, in order to generate sufficient content to continue speaking for the 
following turns. In order to measure the effectiveness of the activity, it was decided that each 
student in the two groups would be monitored during their fluency activity, in order to see how 
much time elapsed before they fell silent. In the trial group this included any speaking time 
which occurred after follow up questions had been asked. As the students spoke, the instructor 
listened to them, and noted down at what point each student stopped speaking. Small pauses in 
speech were not included, and the times recorded were the times at which students stopped 
speaking and did not restart, or the point at which the language they generated began to consist 
of fillers and summaries of what they had previously said. Often students would stop speaking at 
the same time, or at very similar times, making exact timing occasionally difficult to record. In 
these instances the times noted were as close as could be approximated. 
 
RESULTS 
The following tables show the amount of time which elapsed before each of the students in 
GROUP A (those engaged in the activity) and GROUP B (those not) fell silent during their 
initial speaking turns over an 8 week period (weeks four to eleven of the course). The number 
given is the amount of time in minutes and seconds the students spoke for before stopping, 
including speaking time facilitated by follow-up questions. For example, if a student stopped 
speaking after 90 seconds, the number in the table will read ‘1.30’, meaning the student stopped 
speaking after a minute and a half, leaving a further minute and a half of silence. If the students 
did not stop speaking, either uninterrupted or with the assistance of follow-up questions, this is 
recorded in the table as DNS (Did Not Stop).  
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1.56 2.13 2.04 2.23 2.17 2.31 2.42 2.44 
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2 
2.37 2.40 DNS 2.38 DNS DNS 2.51 DNS 
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3 
1.35 1.50 1.43 1.58 2.33 2.18 2.27 2.32 
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4 
1.18 1.36 1.25 1.41 1.40 2.03 1.57 2.21 
Student 
5 
2.42 2.46 DNS DNS DNS DNS DNS DNS 
Student 
6 
2.22 2.24 2.38 2.45 DNS 2.33 DNS 2.47 
Student 
7 
2.37 DNS 2.44 DNS 2.40 2.47 DNS DNS 
Student 
8 
1.42 1.48 2.13 2.11 2.36 2.28 2.42 DNS 
 
It can be clearly seen from these two sets of data that the students engaged in this follow-up 
question activity spoke for a longer amount of time, on average, and were far more likely not to 
stop at all, than those who were completing their three minute speaking turns unsupported by 
follow-up questions their listening partner. To summarize the results, in GROUP A there were 
thirty-nine instances of DNS, compared with only seventeen occurrences in GROUP B, and 
while both groups increased the number of DNS speaking turns as the semester progressed, this 
change was more rapid, more universal, and more consistent in GROUP A than GROUP B. It 
should be noted that the students in GROUP B improved their performance over the course of 
the 8 week data collection period, and toward the end of this period were more likely to continue 
speaking for the full three minutes than they were at the start of the period. However, the 
positive effects of the activity on GROUP A’s performance suggests that this activity has some 
clear utility for improving the performance of students, and helping them to generate sufficient 
content both to complete the activity, and possibly to support their discussions during later stages 
of the lesson. 
 
CONCLUSION 
This activity presented and trialed here was intended to help low-level learners generate enough 
ideas and content during the first three minute turn of their 3/2/1 activity to repeat in the 
following two speaking turns, and to automatize for use later on in the lesson during their 
discussions. Nation (1989) states that in a 4/3/2 activity “the listener does not interrupt and does 
not ask questions” (p.378), due to the fact that asking questions during the two- and one-minute 
turns would change the content and thus negatively affect the automatization through repetition. 
However, in this paper it has been argued that by limiting the number of questions and by 
stipulating the circumstances in which these questions can be asked (during only the first 
three-minute turn), the teacher can stop the interaction from mutating into a discussion or 
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conversation. Furthermore, the data presented in this paper has lent support to the notion that 
asking a limited number of follow-up questions can help the learners to come up with suitable 
amount of content to fill the following two turns and to repeat at later stages of the lesson. In this 
study, the performance of both a trial and control group were monitored, and the results, 
presented in the previous sections, suggest a benefit from this activity on student performance.  
The research presented here was carried out with only two small sets of students, and in 
order to produce more robust and reliable results it would be necessary to test the activity with 
larger groups of students. In addition, this study focused only on the effect of the follow-up 
question activity on the completion of the 3/2/1 fluency practice itself. While it has been 
speculated in this paper that this will also have a beneficial effect on the discussions occurring 
later in the lesson, this cannot be directly inferred from the data presented herein. This would be 
an interesting area for future research to focus on. 
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Sample instructions for step 3 of the procedure: 
 
“Listeners, please hold up three fingers (teacher models by holding up three fingers). You can 
ask three follow-up questions to your partner. Each time you ask a question, please put down one 
finger (teacher models by putting down one finger). After you have asked three questions, you 
cannot ask any more questions. Do not ask a question when your partner is speaking. Only ask a 
question when your partner has no more ideas. You don’t have to ask all three questions, so only 
ask when your partner needs help.” 
 
